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Abstract

The question of how to get online students to engage outside of the course curriculum is not a
new problem, but it is one that became a higher priority after Covid-19 caused universities to
change their learning models in Spring 2020. Peer-to-peer support programs can foster online
student engagement and enable connections that benefit both the university department and the
students. This paper overviews a service-learning project that sought to start building a
framework for peer support based on perspectives from Boise State University Multidisciplinary
students and the Multidisciplinary Department (also known as the Interdisciplinary Professional
Studies Department). I used interviews, surveys, and observational data to gain an understanding
of the perspectives of the stakeholders who would benefit from this project. The results of the
project showed that MDS students do feel peer connection is important and they show an
increased sense of connection when networking opportunities are available, but they also want
student-led programs that enable them to connect with classmates.
Keywords: peer support, student engagement, online students
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Introduction to your Capstone Project
This paper reviews the results of a six-week, service-learning project that sought to
answer the question: How might the MDS department create a peer support program that
encourages student connections, support, and collaboration? This is an important question as
online students do not have the same opportunities for building relationships as in-person
students. Peer support has been shown to increase student feelings of connection and
self-efficacy. Altermatt points out “Perceptions of peer academic support are, in turn, a predictor
of higher academic self-efficacy.” (2016) The MDS department is seeking ways to get students
more engaged with their peers and faculty; my project provides student insights into optional
peer support programs. Surveyed students reported they felt peer support is important and those
who had attended Zoom networking events hosted by MDS faculty had a higher rate of peer
connection. Many students also expressed they wanted to use a Facebook group and Slack to
engage with peers.
Section 1: Innovative Approach
To fully understand the potential need for peer support programs, I incorporated
perspectives from faculty, MDS students, and myself. Each of these stakeholders is important
and through interviews, research, and surveys I was able to gauge what they wanted in peer
support programs. I interviewed Dr. Jayne and Alexis Kenyon from the MDS department to
understand the department’s perspective before surveying students. Based on the information I
learned in faculty interviews, I used surveys to identify if students felt peer support is important,
how connected they feel, and the types of peer support programs they would use. The survey
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results guided the type of peer support program I created, and I was able to monitor how students
engaged with each other.
The approach for this project was innovative because it seeks to find out what students
want and the tools they will use for peer support. Institutions often implement a program it thinks
students want without considering their perspectives. The program is set up to meet the needs of
the department or institution. This project approached this problem by first asking students what
they want and then implementing peer support options based on feedback. While departments
have standards and goals to reach, it is important to give students access to programs they will
use.
Section 2: Emotional Intelligence
I went into this project knowing that I would need to be aware of my expectations and
make sure I did not project what students needed in peer support into my research. I come from
a non-traditional online educational background as well as a current MDS student. Therefore, I
have a bias of both assuming I know what non-traditional students need and what I need as an
MDS student.
While my goal was to understand the perspective of each stakeholder my project focuses
on better understanding the students’ perspectives on peer connections. I set the research up to
allow students to identify what they want in a peer support program. The engagement was
voluntary and I only gathered surveys and observed the engagement. I did not dictate what it
should look like.
I incorporated the MDS department stakeholders by gathering information on the
department's needs and goals as part of developing my project. In my interviews and research, it
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was clear that there is an overarching theme as to what the stakeholders want: student
engagement and satisfaction, but each of the stakeholders has different ideas of what that looks
like and how to achieve these goals.
My research is valuable because it can start to answer the questions about how to get
students to engage with their peers. I was open with stakeholders that my research will not solve
the problem in six weeks, but it can provide insight into this complicated issue. It can also
provide ideas on future programs and ways to incorporate programs into the curriculum.
Additionally, whatever I set up has been done with sustainability in mind. I met with Alexis
Kenyon on how the groups can be used for future sessions. This gives my project a better chance
of making a positive impact because it will go on after the seven weeks of this class.
Section 3: Creative Thinking
Student engagement and peer support is something every college department is interested
in increasing especially departments focused on online programs. I used the creative framework
to help guide a new and unique approach to solving this issue. The approach I used was focused
on identifying students’ needs through research, my own experiences in online education and
being a non-traditional BSU student, and the perspectives of my classmates to help me better
understand how to find a solution that incorporates all the stakeholders’ perspectives. This
unique approach allowed for a project that drew information and options from all stakeholders to
start identifying what type of peer support program will work both for a department and students.
Section 4: Your Innovative Solution
Even though I was not able to solve the entire problem in six weeks I was able to identify
the programs students want to participate in and start student-led groups on Facebook and Slack.
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As an MDS student, this enabled me to build connections with my peers and foster a sense of
community.
My solution is more innovative because it was based on information from all the
stakeholders' perspectives with the goal of identifying how to get students to engage more with
each other. The solution takes the first step in finding out how to implement a peer support
program that fills both the MDS department and students' goals.
If I were able to expand my research or set it up differently I would have surveyed and
created peer support programs by class or session to see if students engage more in a cohort
setting. I believe having smaller groups to research would provide additional data that could be
used for innovative solutions. Additionally, I would have expanded the research to observe
whether or not students would engage more if the peer support program was introduced as part of
their curriculum.
Section 5: Results
My project focused on three main stakeholders associated with the BSU MDS
Department. The stakeholders are faculty, current students, and myself as an MDS student. The
peer support project sought an answer to the question of how might the MDS department create a
peer support program, and it has separate benefits for each stakeholder group.
In my interviews with faculty members Dr. Jayne and Alexis Kenyon, I learned that they
were looking into ways to increase engagement and peer support. They discussed options the
department was considering, these ranged from a class on networking to building awareness of
the weekly networking Zooms already in place and increasing participation in department social
media groups. The results from this project give the department a better understanding of what
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students want and take a step towards solving the question of how to get students to engage more
outside of the curriculum. The surveys inform faculty that based on a scale of 0 to 10 (0=not
connected, 10=very connected) MDS students reported, on average, a score of 4 for how
connected they felt to their peers, and on average they report a score of 7 (0=not important,
10=very important) when asked how important peer support is to them. This project takes the
first step in providing a framework for future peer support programs.
The second stakeholders are MDS students, and while all stakeholder perspectives are
important to consider it is the students who will benefit the most from peer support programs.
My project benefits students because it gives them a voice and often when institutions are
building new programs they develop them from their perspective which does not always work
for students. I interviewed MDS faculty to get their perspective, but I focused my surveys on
MDS students to identify how important peer support is, how connected they feel, and what type
of communication platforms they want to use. Surveys found that students do feel peer support is
important and on average they do not currently feel connected to their peers. It also found that
students who joined the department's Facebook group reported a slight increase in how
connected they felt to their peers. I used the survey results from students to create two student
groups on Slack and Facebook.
The third stakeholder was me as I am an MDS student and have a background in online
education. I understand the MDS department's perspective of wanting to increase student
engagement and get students to network with each other. This is a problem I have struggled with
professionally and I know decisions often centered around the company deciding what students
needed. Most of the time what we implemented did not work because we did not get the
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students’ perspective. As an MDS student, I wished I could be more connected with my peers
over the last year. This project helped me connect more with my peers before graduation and it
also aided me in better understanding the students’ perspectives and how future peer support
programs can benefit everyone involved.
Students from three MDS classes (495, 375, and 315) responded to a survey with
questions designed to better understand the demand for peer support. The first question “How
important is peer support to you?” yielded an average score of 6.98 out of 10. The second
question “How connected do you feel to your peers?” had an average score of 4.1 out of 10. 43%
of respondents were in the MDS Department Facebook group and 23% had attended one or more
MDS weekly Zooms (Treehouse). Those who had attended a Treehouse Zoom reported an
average score of 5.8 out of 10 when asked how connected to peers they felt and the ones who are
in the Facebook group had an average score of 4.9 out of 10. I felt the rise in reported feelings of
peer connection in these two groups justified the benefits of my project. As part of the survey, I
also asked students what types of programs they wanted to use for peer support. 78% of students
stated they would use Zoom for student-led meetings. Social communication programs had a
wider range of what students wanted with a student-led Facebook group (44%) and Slack (19%)
being the most popular. The survey also gave students the option to opt-in to a student-led group
and 46% of those students joined either a Facebook group or Slack student workspace. Only 10%
of students reported that they did not want any type of student-led communication.
Section 6: Different Approaches
While I feel this project has been beneficial to all stakeholders, I do feel implementing
student-led groups for individual classes would have yielded more specific results and guided
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future peer support programs even further. Engagement may have been higher if students had
the opportunity to be placed in a cohort setting where they had the sense of comradery that can
come with going through a class together. Additionally, an alternate approach would have been
to compare MDS students to another group of online students to see if the results matched.
While surveys can give invaluable insight, they are limited in scope. A more human approach to
this research, such as focus groups and round table discussions, would give deeper insight into
the student perspective.
I tried to go into this project with an open mind and keep my personal biases out of the
process. The results aligned with studies I researched regarding how students report feeling about
peer support. The one area of the results that surprised me was actual student engagement. I was
surprised that students did not actively participate in student-led groups once they joined one.
However, six weeks is a short time frame and the group members were from across MDS
classes. I had hoped to see more engagement, but while neither student-led group was highly
active there were positive comments. An MDS student who is also in a student-led group
recently replied to one of my comments thanking me for building community in the department.
That comment helped me realize this project wasn’t about finding the perfect solution, but
instead, it was done to help people, even if it helped one student then the impact is positive.
Students may not actively engage, but they benefit from having that option.
Section 7: Conclusion
I chose to do a service-learning project for my capstone because while I feel the MDS
department has done a remarkable job to foster a sense of community, more could be done to
provide human connections. I also wanted to have a positive impact on my peers and future
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MDS program students. I feel I accomplished my original goal of benefitting the MDS
department, students, and myself. The results will give students a voice and the department
important information on the type of peer support future students may want while in the
department.
This project gave me the opportunity to practice the skills needed for creating and
interpreting surveys. I was able to strengthen both my written and verbal communication skills
through one-on-one interviews and peer interactions. In today’s diverse workplace having the
ability to ask questions from a diverse range of individuals and understand their perspectives is
an important skill. It leads to better communicators, and more impactful leaders, and improves
our interactions in society.
I started with the original question of “How might the MDS department develop a peer
support program?” and throughout this project, my research has uncovered information that can
help guide future peer support research or programs. The demand for online programs has grown
since the pandemic hit in 2020, and more people realized they could learn new skills and gain
more education without leaving home or moving to a new city. Even with the increasing demand
students are still searching for human connections. Colleges are constantly looking for new ways
to provide social connections and networking opportunities. This paper is a reminder to take into
account the students’ perspectives because a peer support program will not have the desired
benefits without understanding what students need and want during their educational journey.
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